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Antonio Gramsci remains an iconic figure in the history of 20th century politics. This is because, in addition to being a key figure in the evolution of Marxist thought, he was a committed political activist of immense personal courage who remained, until his tragically early death in 1937, dedicated to the founding of a new political order in Italy based on the socialist principles of equality and justice. Gramsci was born into a relatively prosperous or Signori family in Sardinia on the 22nd of January 1891. The fourth of seven children, Antonio’s early life soon underwent profound change. Two events in particular need to be recorded here. First, at the age of four, he suffered a fall that left him with stunted growth and a permanent disfigurement of his back. Then, two years later, the family was plunged into financial turmoil as a result of the imprisonment of his father for administrative abuses. These events had a profound effect on the young Antonio who became intensely self-conscious of the differences that he felt now marked him. As a result, he began to direct his considerable energy into intellectual pursuits. This was encouraged by, among others, his elder brother Gennaro, who regularly sent the young Antonio political articles including copies of Avanti, the newspaper of the Italian Socialist Party (PSI).  
Despite the hardships, Gramsci managed to complete his school studies and in 1911 he won a scholarship to the university in Turin. Although his subject was Literature it soon became clear that Gramsci’s passion was for politics and it was not long before he was immersed in debates about issues such as the importance of ideas in political struggles and, more concretely, the deteriorating international situation, revolutionary syndicalist politics in Italy and what was known as the ‘southern question’ - the debate about the relationship between the economically impoverished south of Italy and the heavily industrialised and relatively wealthy north. When Gramsci formally dispensed with his studies (without graduating) in 1915 to commit himself to journalism and revolutionary politics he can have had little idea of the future that awaited him. This was because in 1915 there were no discernible signs of the fascist clouds that would descend over Italy in the years after World War One. Gramsci, as a committed socialist, would find no safe haven in this vicious new environment. In 1926, when friends were making plans to get him out of the country, he was arrested by Mussolini’s soldiers and charged with ‘conspiratorial activity, instigation of civil war and incitement to class hatred’. On the 4th of June 1928 he was sentenced to 20 years imprisonment by a military tribunal. It is alleged that the final words of the prosecuting attorney, Michele Isgro, were that ‘for twenty years we must stop this brain from working’. Gramsci died in prison in 1937 from a brain hemorrhage but during his 11 years in confinement the authorities certainly did not succeed in stopping the working of his brain. Indeed it was during Gramsci’s prison years that he wrote one of the great works of European political literature - the Quaderni del carcere – the Prison Notebooks.  These volumes (30 notebooks) only came to the attention of the world in the years after the Second World War as a result of the heroic efforts of, among others, Gramsci’s sister-in-law Tania Schucht and his great friend the economist Piero Sraffa who supplied Gramsci with books throughout the period of his incarceration and, on his death, smuggled his papers out of Italy. 

Key Idea: Fascism: Term coined by Mussolini to denote the idea of social unity and strong leadership. It is now usually understood in the context of charismatic leadership, populism and the promotion of ethnic or racial supremacy as opposed to Enlightenment values such as equality, democracy or liberalism. It is widely thought that this disturbing political phenomenon has specific but diverse political and social conditions such as a collective sense for spiritual renewal or the perception of economic collapse. Although forever associated with the 1930s it has continued in various forms throughout the world to the present day. Its current usage is highly contested with many of the left claiming for example that the invasion of Iraq was justified on the grounds that it was an essentially fascist state.  

INTELLECTUAL ORIENTATIONS
The years between 1915 and 1926 saw Gramsci develop the intellectual framework that would inform the theoretical themes of the Prison Notebooks. As we will see, during these years Gramsci was also extraordinarily politically active. It is this combination of activism, coupled to his reshaping of the intellectual orientation of European socialism, that mark Gramsci out as a truly unique figure in the history of twentieth century thought. In order to understand Gramsci’s intellectual journey and how it informed his analysis of the rapidly changing and hugely complex political situation in Italy during these years it is necessary to take a brief step aside to philosophy or, more specifically, to eighteenth century German Idealist philosophy.  
Idealism: Kant, Hegel and Croce
Idealism is a complex concept in philosophy that has many different meanings. By the eighteenth century its most eloquent advocate was Bishop Berkeley who held the rather strange view that nothing existed in the world except ideas. Thus a chair does not really exist, all that exists is the idea of it. Later in the same century Immanuel Kant argued that our capacity to experience objects in the world (which, for him, did actually exist) presupposes certain mental categories or forms without which the world would be incomprehensible to us.  In the Critique of Pure Reason, he argued that it is these categories that make possible what he called synthetic a priori judgements, that is, non-tautological judgements we know to be true independently of our experience. However, it is with Hegel that idealism assumed a form that really interested Gramsci. Kant’s contribution to epistemology was to distinguish between what can and cannot be known with certainty. In this, his task was to bring together the two dominant schools of philosophical thought that existed at the time - empiricism and rationalism. Hegel, by contrast, was less concerned than Kant with identifying the limits of what could be known. In the Phenomenology, Hegel’s most influential contribution to philosophy, he described the history of philosophy as the progressive accumulation of knowledge that will culminate in the final revelation of truth and freedom. This teleological interpretation of historical development posited the idea of history moving through different stages in its quest to reveal what Hegel called its highest form of spirit or Geist.  It was this schema that Marx famously inverted when he replaced the idea of spirit with his materialist theory of historical development. Now, how do these metaphysical speculations deepen our understanding of Gramsci? To answer this we need to look at the work of Benedetto Croce, a towering figure in the intellectual life of Italy in the early 20th century.  
Croce is known primarily in the field of aesthetic theory but his version of philosophical idealism attracted a lot of support in Italy including that of the young Gramsci. Croce differed from Kant in that he did not think we could know of the existence of a transcendental realm in which the essence of an object, what Kant called the noumenon or thing-in-itself, could be located. Croce was an idealist, however, in that he believed in the importance of ideas and moral values as a means of governing history’s transition to a higher plane of consciousness and freedom, a transition that took place in what he called the ethico-political sphere. In this sense, his inspiration was Hegel rather than Kant. This was significant for Gramsci because it led him, albeit indirectly, to a new way of thinking about politics. One of the problems with Hegel and Marx, or at least the later, more materialist, Marx and his followers such as Plekhanov and Kautsky, was that they gave little hint of why we should act to change the world. After all, if the future was already decided, then surely all acts of political resistance were futile?  Croce, despite holding to the Hegelian conception of history as a history of freedom, held the view that the realisation of freedom in its highest form required each age to understand its prevailing ideas about culture, philosophy, art and ethics. This was important because it was these values that provided the moral foundation and guidance for the action required for change.

Key Figure: Marx Gramsci agreed wholly with Marx’s view about the exploitative nature of capitalism but did not agree with the proposition that capitalism’s inherent contradictions would lead to its eventual and inevitable demise. For this to happen, the workers had to be capable of decisive political action. The difference between Marx and Gramsci, therefore, went beyond the question of strategy. It implied a wholly different outlook on the nature of history and the role of politics in guiding it.  

Gramsci, however, thought that Croce, despite his theoretical advances, failed to understand the deeper political implications of his own work. In this sense Gramsci thought of Croce’s work as speculative and abstract. Although Croce’s idealism held him to the view that human subjects are both constituted by history and constitutive of it, he did not, according to Gramsci, appreciate what this implied for each new generation committed to shaping the future. In other words, for Gramsci, Croce did not understand that which should be the theoretical cornerstone for any progressive form of politics: a philosophy of praxis or action.

Key Concept: Praxis  Praxis is a key concept for any study of Gramsci. Unlike theories that assume the existence of objective conditions to guide our action, the theory of praxis concerns the assessment of the concrete needs of a people at a given time and the taking of appropriate action to meet those needs. In this sense praxis is an application of historicist methodology in which philosophy and history remain mutually informing in an ongoing dialectical cycle.  This is important because it introduces contingency into the relationship between structure and agency. It is precisely because this relationship can never be fully determined, can have no preordained resolution, that a meaningful conception of politics is possible.  This was not fully realised by Gramsci who did not grasp that the constitutive nature of history had radical implications for our understanding of all of the categories of our social life, including class. This article of faith within Marxism that stipulated the pure or unmediated nature of class now has few advocates. Indeed, for most of the contemporary left, the exposure of the intellectual incoherence of this view is seen as a vital task for the survival of socialism.       

This non-determinist view of history, coupled with decisive leadership and the articulation of a political strategy designed to address the specific conditions that obtained within a particular society at a given time, provides the key link between Gramsci’s life as a philosopher and his life as a political activist. In the Prison Notebooks he commented: 

In this sense the real philosopher is, and cannot be other than, the politician, the active man who modifies the environment, understanding by environment the ensemble of relations which each one of us enters to take part in. If one’s own individuality means to acquire consciousness of these relations, to modify one’s personality means to modify the ensemble of these relations (Gramsci, cited in Hoare and Nowell-Smith 1977:352).

Thus, despite their differences, both philosophical and political, it was under the influence of Croce that Gramsci ‘struggled to restore the elements of praxis and totality to Marxist theory by reinvigorating the active or subjective dimension without which the revolutionary process itself could not develop’ (Boggs 1976:21). 

Gramsci and Lenin
This introduction to Gramsci’s intellectual background will conclude with a brief discussion of Lenin whose leadership of the 1917 Bolshevik revolution in Russia Gramsci greatly respected. Like Gramsci, Lenin was imprisoned by the authorities for subversive activity. It was during this time that he worked on his manuscript The Development of Capitalism in Russia. However, it was the anti-economistic position outlined by Lenin in his 1902 manuscript What is to be done? that really commanded Gramsci’s admiration. This text is important for Gramsci as it explicitly recognises the relative autonomy of the political and cultural superstructures from the economic base. This represented a significant shift within orthodox Marxist theory and it appealed to Gramsci because it acknowledged the need for decisive action at the superstructural or political level guided by the intellectual, theoretical and moral leadership of the proletariat. For Gramsci, this leadership, or hegemony, was vital to the task of overthrowing capitalism as, without it, the struggle against capitalism would simply fail to materialize leading to the ascendancy of reformist elements within the party willing to compromise with the capitalist class. 

Key Concept: HegemonyGramsci understood the state in terms of dictatorship and hegemony. This refers to the protection the state must provide to ideas and values in civil society. In ‘On the Southern Question’ Gramsci puts it as follows: ‘[t]he Turin Communists posed concretely the question of the hegemony of the proletariat: i.e, of the social basis of the proletarian dictatorship and of the workers state. The proletariat can become the leading [dirigente] and the dominant class to the extent that it succeeds in creating a system of class alliances which allows it to mobilise the majority of the working population against capitalism and the bourgeois state. In Italy, in the real class relations that exist here, this means the extent that it succeeds in gaining the consent of the broad peasant masses’ (reproduced in Forgacs 1988:173). Winning hegemony or consent, therefore, meant political struggle at all levels, ideological, political, cultural and, where necessary, by means of armed struggle. Gramsci recognised that the assumption of power without the active support of the workers would represent a pyrrhic victory as it would have been achieved without the necessary work having been done at the ideological level. As a result, it would be vulnerable to future attacks. 

Autonomous intellectual leadership of the proletariat was also important for Gramsci as it would afford the working class an insight into all of the different ways capitalism sustains itself. It would allow the workers to recognise that any successful challenge to existing power relations had to understand the complex ideological web within civil society that kept the people down, not by physical force, but by the sheer persuasive power of its ideas.  For Gramsci, because the capitalist and bourgeois class had been in a position of hegemonic power for so long, the working class had not received the necessary education to understand the objective reality of their economic position and the nature of the struggle that confronted them. In fact, according to Gramsci, the workers and peasants retained a very ‘uncritical view of the world’ (Nemeth 1981:76) and retained a ‘chaotic aggregate of disparate conceptions about it’ (Audi 1999:665). This condition was characterised by Gramsci as ‘common sense’. This is not to be confused with Marx’s notion of ‘false consciousness’ that pointed to the total misrecognition of reality. However, it is partially analogous to it in that it referred to a naïve way of being 0in the world that failed to understand fully the totality of the power relations that constituted it. Crucially for Gramsci, this common sense was not invulnerable to new ideas. According to Gramsci, it is not something ‘rigid and stationary but something in continuous transformation, becoming enriched with scientific notions and philosophical opinions that have entered into common circulation’ (Forgacs and Nowell-Smith 1985:421).

<<<<Rewind to Weber to compare his notion of legitimation with Gramsci’s concepts of hegemony and common sense.  

For Gramsci, therefore, it was crucial that a new generation of working class or organic intellectuals emerged who understood how reactionary forces infiltrated the fabric of society at every level and how, as a result, they may be challenged. This was important for Gramsci’s understanding of the Russian revolution. Russia had a relatively undeveloped capitalist economy with a limited range of civil society actors. It was, as a result, appropriate in this context to launch what Gramsci termed a war of movement involving a direct assault on the centres of power. In other more advanced societies such as Britain, that had more sophisticated and resilient civil societies, a war of position was considered by Gramsci the more appropriate strategy for a successful social and political insurrection. In these more advanced societies, therefore, it was doubly imperative to educate the working class, change their values and ideas and prepare them for the task of seizing power. Although Italy, like Russia, had a relatively backward capitalist structure, lacking in natural resources and geographically isolated, its working people, particularly the peasants, remained in the ideological grip of powerful reactionary forces including bourgeois intellectuals such as Croce and the Catholic Church. In this environment therefore, a war of position was essential for a successful counter-hegemonic struggle. 

A SNAPSHOT OF ITALIAN POLITICS 1917-1920 
Before examining how Gramsci put these theoretical ideas into practice it is important here to set the scene, to establish a clear sense of the nature of the task that confronted Italian socialists in the immediate post-World War One period. By 1917 Gramsci had established himself as one of the leading voices on the left writing regular columns in socialist journals such as Avanti, Il Grido del Popolo and La Citta Fitura. One of the important themes of his writing in these journals was how the momentous events in Russia in 1917 affected the political situation in Italy. The background to the Russian revolution was World War One. The 20 million Russian deaths caused by this conflict led many Russian socialists to conclude that the strategy of reformism (the legal transition to socialism) favoured by most European socialists had to be replaced with a revolutionary program committed to directly, and violently if necessary, challenging the structures and centres of imperialist and capitalist power. 
However, the situation in Italy was different where most of the left was still prepared to act within the law to influence the Liberal governments in power during this period. Gramsci was fiercely opposed to this ‘collaborationism’ – a strategy he felt that would only benefit a minority of relatively prosperous workers in the north of Italy at the expense of the peasants in the south.   However, Gramsci also disagreed with those on the extreme left of the PSI who withheld their support from the Bolshevik revolution in Russia on the grounds that the economic conditions that should precipitate revolution did not exist. For Gramsci, this adherence to strict Marxist orthodoxy and determinist historical laws was counter-revolutionary. He put it as follows: 

This is the revolution against Karl Marx’s Capital. In Russia, Marx’s Capital was more the book of the bourgeoisie than of the proletariat. It stood as the critical demonstration of how events should follow a predetermined course: how in Russia a bourgeoisie had to develop, and a capitalist era had to open, with the setting-up of a Western-type civilisation, before the proletariat could even think in terms of its own revolt, its own class demands, its own revolution.’ (Avanti, 24.12.1917 – cited in Hoare 1977:34-7). 

Thus, for Gramsci, the choice for revolutionaries was either to wait for the emergence of a ‘scientifically valid’ revolutionary situation or to act decisively to seize power when an opportunity arose. Gramsci firmly supported the latter course because it recognised the contingent nature of history and the need to create, by decisive political action, new possibilities for the future. Responding to accusations of ‘utopianism’ made against Lenin by the Marxist ‘pseudo scientists’, Gramsci claimed that it was those unable to see history as the free development of ideas and energies who were the utopians and the philistines. To the modern ear, this now seems a rather arcane argument. However, it has to be considered within the political and theoretical context that prevailed at the time. Thus it should be remembered that, unlike today, there was at this time a strong sense that a fully fledged political and social revolution was a real possibility and that, as a result, questions about the best strategy for the left to adopt were highly significant. This was certainly true in Italy where, according to Gramsci, capitalism was particularly vulnerable. It was, therefore, vital that the left was ready and prepared when an opportunity arose. 

THE TURIN INSURRECTION
The February 1917 revolution in Russia was precipitated by an international women’s day anti-war demonstration. When, in August of 1917, the workers of Turin, again led by proletarian women, led a similar armed revolt against the war and the economic policies of the government, the left, including Gramsci, sensed that this might be the moment to widen the struggle to the rest of Italy and precipitate a national revolution. However, after more than five hundred workers were killed by the army, government forces soon regained control of the city.  For Gramsci, the main reason for this failure was the lack of an organised party leadership to coordinate events and broaden the struggle beyond the north. To ensure these mistakes were not repeated Gramsci launched the journal L’Ordine Nouvo (The New Order). The objective of this journal was to articulate a blueprint for a workers’ takeover of the industrial centres of production in the north of the country. The plan was that new factory councils, or committees of the workers, would be established to take control of the means of production. These bodies would then elect ward committees (comitato rionale) to establish wider political control of the regions. By the beginning of March 1920 these proposals had been adopted by many of the large Turin-based unions including FIOM, the metalworkers union, representing over 16000 workers. When the main automobile unions, including Fiat and Lancia, also established factory councils the employers took fright and decided to lock them out of the factories. This led to a general strike involving more than two hundred thousand workers. The government responded to this by once again sending in troops who eventually broke the strike. 
This led Gramsci to write a long criticism of the PSI and the CGL (the socialist trade union) in an article, Towards a Renewal of the Socialist Party, in which he blamed the reformists in the party for their failure to support and widen the strike. For Gramsci, such indecision was fatal to the revolution as it allowed the capitalist class time to regroup and prepare its defences. This was an implicit criticism of the leader of the PSI, Amadeo Bordiga, who, according to Gramsci, was too ‘theoretically purist’ and insufficiently cognisant of the stark realities of political struggle. However, by September 1920, another opportunity presented itself when, after the breakdown of negotiations about wages, the workers occupied the factories throughout northern Italy. Prime Minister Giolitti, although under pressure from the factor owners to break the occupation, chose not to intervene, opting instead for a more conciliatory response that promised the workers more control over the running of the factories. Gramsci was deeply suspicious of this attempt to appease the workers and argued against any form of compromise with the class enemy. However, he soon recognised that the working class leadership was, once again, chronically ill-prepared, both politically and militarily, for a fully fledged confrontation with the state. As a result, he reluctantly agreed with Bordiga that a mass national insurrection should not be advocated. For Gramsci, there was no doubt about where the blame lay for the failure to make the necessary political and military preparations. Shortly before his arrest in 1926 he reflected on the failure of 1920 in the following terms:  

If the movement failed, the responsibility cannot be laid at the door of the working class as such, but at that of the Socialist Party, which failed in its duty, which was incapable and inept, which was at the tail of the working class, not its head … the failure of the workers was as a result of the failure of the Socialist Party to attain state power … these problems should have been confronted by the Socialist Party and by the unions, which instead capitulated shamefully, giving the immaturity of the masses as a pretext. In reality, it was the leaders who were immature and incapable, not the class. This was the reason why the Livorno split took place and a new party was created, the Communist Party’ (Unita, 1.10.1926 cited in Forgacs 1988:106-9).   

The occupation ended in September 1920 with the PSI and CGL voting by 590000 to 400000 to limit the aims of workers to winning recognition of the factory owners for trade union control in the plants and, on the 4th October, the workers returned to the factories. However, even Gramsci could not have foreseen the long-term effects of this episode. The capitalists had been terrified by the threat that had been posed to their interests and they now looked increasingly to Mussolini’s emerging squadristi (armed gangs) to protect those interests.  This had two immediate effects on the workers. First, the limited promises that had been made to them by the factory owners were immediately withdrawn and second, their unions were destroyed. It was now clear that Italy had entered a new and dangerous political terrain. This would be confirmed in 1922 with Mussolini’s ‘March on Rome’ and the official beginning of the fascist era. 

THE EMERGENCE OF THE PCI
Gramsci was desperately frustrated by this turn of events and he resolved that the workers should never be betrayed again in this way. To this end in 1921 he co-founded, with Bordiga, the Italian Communist party (PCI), leaving behind in the PSI those who continued to have faith in the constitutional path to socialism. This is how Gramsci described the potential significance of Livorno: 

The break between communists and reformists that will occur at Livorno will have the following special significance. The revolutionary working class will break with those degenerate socialist currents that have decayed into state parasitism. It will break with those currents that sought to exploit the position of superiority enjoyed by the north over the south in order to create proletarian aristocracies….[t]he workers emancipation can be secured only through an alliance between the industrial workers of the north and the poor peasants of the south – an alliance designed to smash the bourgeois state (L’Ordine Nuovo, 13.1.1921 cited in Forgacs 1988:120). 

Tensions remained high between Gramsci and PCI leader Bordiga about the value of maintaining informal links between communists and socialists. Gramsci supported the decision taken by the Comintern in December 1921 to launch a united front policy. This signaled a policy of cooperation rather than alliance between communists and socialists. However, this was opposed by Bordiga who saw little value in maintaining such links. Partly because of these tensions and partly because of growing fears for his health, Gramsci spent most of the following two years in Russia where he worked with Togliatti, another of the leading theorists in the party, on how the left should respond to the new realities of Italian politics. On his return to Italy in 1924 he assumed the leadership of the PCI, replacing the increasingly ineffective Bordiga, and immediately began to put the southern question at the heart of future PCI strategy. During his time in Russia he had spent time studying the work of Bukharin who had argued that any future communist strategy must have the peasants at its centre as this constituency represented the majority of working people. This theme, above all else, represented the core of Gramsci’s thinking for the rest of his time as a free citizen as well as being at the heart of the themes he sought to develop in the prison notebooks. 

>>>Fast forward to Adorno and Foucault. Gramsci, like Foucault but unlike Adorno, remained confident that, if the right strategy were adopted, a transformation in power relations was possible. 

THE LYONS THESES AND SOME ASPECTS OF THE SOUTHERN QUESTION
These two texts were the last of Gramsci’s substantive writings before his arrest. In the first he sets out to show how the bourgeois alliance of powerful industrialists and landowners was vulnerable to the revolutionary power of the proletariat. This was because it was an alliance based on compromises between non-homogeneous groups. Gramsci put it as follows: 

In a wide historical perspective, this system is clearly not adequate to its purpose. Every form of compromise between the different groups ruling Italian society in fact becomes an obstacle placed in the way of the development of one or other part of the country’s economy. Thus new conflicts are produced and new reactions from the majority of the population; it becomes necessary to intensify the pressure on the masses and the result is a more decisive tendency for them to mobilise in revolt against the state (Lyons Theses, 1926, reproduced in Forgacs 1988:142-164). 

For Gramsci, this was one of the important reasons for the emergence of the fascists who sought to ‘replace the tactic of agreements and compromises with the project of achieving an organic unity of all the bourgeoisie’s forces in a single political organism under the control of a single centre, which would simultaneously direct the party, the government and the state’ (Lyons Theses, Forgacs 1988:88). However, despite the obvious dangers, Gramsci sensed that the emergence of fascism presented an opportunity for the left. There were two reasons for this. The first was that the Catholic church, an integral agent in the new political formation, would find it increasingly difficult to integrate the masses into the fabric of the bourgeois state that would now be seen as clearly opposed to their essential interests. The second was that, as a result of the exclusion of the petty bourgeois class from the fascist/capitalist alliance, the ideological grip of the reactionary forces would be further weakened making possible a link between the southern peasants and the mass of workers in the north. In the prison notebooks Gramsci argued that a new mass party of the workers, what he called a ‘modern prince’, was the only way in which these disparate and disaffected elements could be integrated into a coherent and cohesive anti-capitalist struggle. At the head of this party must be a cadre of ‘organic intellectuals’ able to counter the immense political and economic power exercised by the ruling classes represented by, among others, Croce, the Catholic church and the landowners.  
For Gramsci, therefore, the single most important task of the PCI was to cement this alliance between those ‘naturally unified by the process of production’ and guide it politically towards the solution to its problems. Thus it was vital to assert that the alliance of urban and rural classes was not a synthesis of heterogeneous elements but an authentic class movement with the imprimatur of the proletariat firmly stamped upon it. This is precisely what Gramsci understood by hegemony – firm intellectual leadership that would dictate strategy and articulate the democratic demands of the masses, not ex cathedra, but from below. In On the Southern Question, Gramsci further developed this theme. Here he sets out the nature of the task faced by the proletarian leadership to win the consent of the peasant masses and incorporate their demands into a revolutionary transitional program. This required, above all, challenging and reversing the dominant cultural representation of the southern peasants: 
[i]t is well known what kind of ideology has been disseminated in myriad ways  among the masses of the north by the propagandists of the bourgeoisie  - the south is the ball and chain which prevents the social development of Italy from progressing more rapidly; the southerners are biologically inferior beings, semi-barbarians, or total barbarians, by natural destiny; if the south is backward, the fault does not lie with the capitalist system or with any other historical cause but with Nature, which has made the southerners lazy, incapable, criminal and barbaric and the Socialist Party was to a great extent the vehicle for this bourgeois ideology within the northern proletariat (reproduced in Forgacs 1988:171-185).

The reversal of such deeply ingrained cultural opinions was indeed an immense task but it represented only one aspect of the struggle facing the party at this time. Its other vital task was to reconfigure the positivist tenets of marxist theory that still pervaded its ideological disposition and instincts.

REVOLUTIONARY POLITICS AND MARXIST THEORY: THE EMERGENCE OF THE HISTORIC BLOC 
By the time of Gramsci’s imprisonment in 1926 he was clear about the nature of the link between Marxist theory and the political path to be followed by the party. To examine this more carefully we need to return to the earlier Marx of the The Theses on Feuerbach and The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte in which the political and cultural superstructures were accorded greater autonomy from the economic base. As we have seen, it was Gramsci’s affinity with these texts that led him to Croce who held the view that the moral and ethical bonds established at the higher levels of society were vital to its well being. In other words, for Gramsci, the realm of politics was always more than a mere reflection of necessary structural developments. This is not to argue that he subscribed to the view, often associated with more contemporary theories, that there was no link between the two spheres. Rather, for Gramsci, it was important to stress that this was always a far more complex relationship than that posited by Marx in, for example, the Preface or Capital. In the Prison Notebooks Gramsci put it as follows: ‘it is not true that the philosophy of praxis detaches the structure from the superstructures when rather it conceives their development as intimately connected and necessarily interrelated and reciprocal’ (reproduced in Forgacs 1988:193).  
The important point here for Gramsci, to put it simply, is that politics matters. The problem with orthodox marxist theory was that its adherence to a pre-ordained theory of history and identity as already given meant that it had little conception of the importance of politics as a means, the only means, of shaping the future. This insight is vital for Gramsci’s understanding of the southern question as, for him, this situation was one in which the economic and class interests of one group in society were being denied. In order that this situation be effectively addressed it was vital that the right political strategy was followed. In other words, it wasn’t enough to wait for structural contradictions at the economic level to ‘work themselves out’. What was important was that the intellectual class articulated the nature of the political task facing the workers and inspired them to revolutionary political action. This link between the ‘objective conditions’ that existed at the economic level and the political strategies to be adopted at the superstructural level holds the key to understanding, not just the prison notebooks, but the entire Gramscian legacy. Perhaps the most widely misunderstood of all the celebrated Gramscian categories is that of the historic bloc. Widely assumed to mean an alliance of social forces it actually refers to a specific theorisation of the relationship between base and superstructure that restores their reciprocity and dialectical unity. In practical terms this meant that, in order that the southern question be addressed effectively, the left must be united and ready to embark on the appropriate political strategy. 
With the aid of hindsight it is clear that Gramsci underestimated the resilience of the fascist regime and its unique form of capitalism. Or, to put it another way, he overestimated the capacity of a philosophy of praxis to re-order the power relations that had been established during the fascist period. In this sense it could be argued that, although the philosophy of praxis was a theoretical advance on the stale determinism of classical Marxism, its moment of application to the conditions that obtained in Italy in the 1920s and 1930s, was fatally ill conceived. In order to understand why this was the case we need to turn briefly to the development of Marxist theory after Gramsci as it was only in the years after his death that the fundamental tensions within his approach to politics became fully apparent. 

GRAMSCI AND THE POST-MARXIST TURN
It is important to note here that Gramsci was not the first theorist in the Marxist tradition to challenge the orthodox certainties of the Second International. His significant predecessors in this regard include Rosa Luxembourg, Edward Bernstein and George Sorel. Sorel was important for Gramsci because he was prepared to go further than anyone else to challenge the notion of a pre-constituted proleterian class identity. In other words, he understood class identity as something that required political articulation. For Sorel, this problematic was understood in the context of the ‘myth of the general strike’. For Sorel, myth was necessary as, without it, working class identity was in danger of fragmentation. In this sense, the idea of the general strike operated as a regulative ideal. To advocates of orthodox Marxist theory, however, this was heretical as it implied that the triumph of the workers was not guaranteed. More significantly, however, it implied that the category of class did not exist as an ontological category in society but was a construct that, to have meaning, required supplementary action at the superstructural level. This, by now, familiar post-structuralist position has a resonance in Croce. As we have seen, for him a good society required the articulation of political morality in the ethico-political sphere. Although Sorel and Croce could not be further apart politically it is clear that, at least in this limited sense, both had a clear sense of the political and the importance of power in determining the nature and outcome of political struggles. The notion of myth also has a resonance in a number of contemporary contexts. Consider, for example, the idea of the nation as an ‘imagined community’ in the work of Benedict Anderson. 
In all instances the political implication is the same: the outcome of struggle depends on the strength of identities, the resilience of the prevailing and dominant myths, the power of alliances and the efficacy and appropriateness of strategies as a means of addressing conflict. The theoretical implications are also clear: political identities and political conjunctures are not part of a pre-constituted totality but are part of an entirely contingent system of power relations. The problem with Gramsci’s theorisation of the situation in Italy during the inter-war years was that, despite incorporating many of the theoretical advances made by Lenin, Croce and Sorel, he failed to move beyond a basically essentialist interpretation of them. Thus, despite his appreciation of, and sensitivity to, the complexities and contingencies of history and politics, he remained stuck in a classist paradigm that skewed his understanding of the nature of the struggle facing the workers. This is now the standard deconstructionist criticism of Gramsci found in the post-marxist literature and beyond. The most telling contribution from this tradition comes from Laclau and Mouffe: 
Thus, Gramsci’s thought remains suspended around a basic ambiguity concerning the status of the working class which finally leads it to a contradictory position. On the one hand, the political centrality of the working class has a historical, contingent character: it requires the class to come out of itself, to transform its own identity by articulating to it a plurality of struggles and democratic demands. On the other hand, it would seem that this articulatory role is assigned to it by the economic base – hence, that the centrality has a necessary character (1985:70).  

This is an important intervention as it allows us to see that, although Gramsci understood the base/superstructure relationship in the context of praxis, he still could not move beyond thinking of class as a necessary category that would find its moment of pure realisation. In this, his analysis was deeply flawed both empirically and theoretically. One of the reasons why Italy did not witness the social and political insurrection predicted by Gramsci was that there was no necessary class relationship between the northern proletariat and the southern peasants. This is not to say that a more politically effective relationship between them could not have occurred. The argument is more that had such an event occurred it would not have represented anything other than a fortuitous historical conjuncture. However, despite Gramsci’s inability to move to a more temporal view of politics, he provides the key link between the crude historical materialism of orthodox Marxist theory and the more theoretically nuanced work of the contemporary left in Italy and elsewhere. It is in the context that his legacy should be considered.   

CONCLUSION
Although Gramsci was unable to break decisively with the tenets and precepts of orthodoxy, his appreciation of the relative autonomy of politics, the role of culture and the need to acknowledge the specificity of power relations is now recognised as a significant moment in the history of political theory. However, the debate about how these concepts are to be understood today goes on and in this sense Gramsci remains an important figure in terms of the framing and articulation of many important political and theoretical questions. One such debate concerns the ongoing issue about declining trust in the political process. One of the important insights made by Gramsci concerned the ideological hold exerted by the dominant hegemonic class over the rest of society. In today’s political climate one perception is that, far from the people being in the iron grip of a particular set of ideas, there is now an absence of any ideological orientation. However, this does not mean that ideas in politics are now unimportant. It is true that the way Gramsci understood society in the context of competing classes offers little insight into the complexities of power and the multiplicity of identity in contemporary society. However, to conclude from this that we now live in an ideological vacuum, untouched by processes of power, would be a grave error as we remain as entangled in power and ideology as ever. Gramsci was wrong to assert that it was our essential class interests that were at stake but he was right to articulate, in a way that was intelligible to the left at the time, how the constitution of our subjectivity is implicated in processes far beyond our control. It may be that today we are more cautious and sceptical but this does not signal the demise of ideas, power and ideology. These powerful forces, along with the spirit of Gramsci, remain with us.

Discussion Point: It is widely thought that two of the defining features of contemporary Western society are a profound sense of disconnection from politics and a crisis of meaning. As a result, the prevailing culture is one of individualism and consumerism. What would a contemporary Gramscian response be to attempts to reintegrate young people into the political system? Would it see such an attempt as a positive move to engage and politicise a disaffected generation with ideals of citizenship and progress or would it regard it as an illicit attempt by those in power to conceal inequality and the iniquities of capitalism? 

REVISION NOTES
1.	Gramsci is at the heart of the debate that is conducted in many of the chapters of this book. This concerns one of the most persistent philosophical questions about the nature of history and it relationship to politics, power and identity. 
2.	Although Gramsci was able to break with a Hegelian view of history as having a pre-determined end, his views on class remained stuck with Marxist orthodoxy. His work is important, however, in that it did prize open a space within Marxist theory for future generations of theorists to articulate more refined accounts of the role of power and ideas in the constitution of our politics and identity. 
3. Gramsci’s work is informative and significant for many contemporary debates and political struggles. His emphasis on the importance of ideas and how they are articulated is at the very heart of, for example, how we think about modern politics and the impact of the mass media.   
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FURTHER READING
The most comprehensive and accessible summary of Gramsci’s work can be found in the four volume set published in the UK by Lawrence and Wishart. These are selections from the Prison Notebooks, selections from Political Writings (1910-20), selections from Political Writings (1921-26) and selections from Cultural Writings. There is of course a vast secondary literature on Gramsci. Three of the more accessible accounts are Bocock, R. (1986) Hegemony, London, Tavistock Press, Femia, J. (1981) Gramsci’s Political Thought: Hegemony, Consciousness and the Revolutionary Process, Oxford, Clarendon Press and Bobbio, N. (1988) ‘Gramsci and the conception of civil society’ in  Keane, J.  (ed), Civil Society and the State: New European Perspectives, London, Verso.    


























































12



27



